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DAVID HUME'S
READER-RESPONSE
NARRATOLOGY
A New Perspective
on the
Rise of the Novel
Rosamaria LoreteUi

anging in a room of the Rome Gallery of Modem Art is
a painting by Giovanni Boldini dated 1866. It is entitled
Figure in an Interior znA actually depicts a scene of reading.
There is a man by himself in a small and cozy room stretched out with
his legs crossed in an armchair with a reclining back. Beside him is a
small table with some books and a cmmpled newspaper. The book
resting open on his knee is slim and light but with large pages of the
type with the text printed in two columns, like some early editions of
the works of George Sand, Emile Zola, Dumas pere and fits, and many
others. The man is not reading, however, but looking up as though the
reading had prompted some thought or someone had dismrbed him by
entering the room.
The scene is a familiar one to us, even though the clothes the man
is wearing are not those of today and the furniture is now antique. The
Copyright © 2009 AMS Press, Inc. All rights reserved.
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activity carried out in the interior is, however, one that we know well.
And we therefore recognize it at first sight because it is still performed
in the same way today.
It has not always been so. That gentleman's distant ancestors would
have been hard put to understand what he was really doing. Human
beings have been reading for thousands of years, but not always in the
same way: not in that position, not with a book that is light, slim and
presumably printed with clear, orderly characters, not in solitude and
silence. This way of reading only became common around the eigh
teenth century. And it was then that the modern novel was bom.
Reading is in fact a cognitive activity that has changed over time
and has a history and development of its own. Sometimes slow and
linear, this development has also known periods of acceleration, leaps,
and discontinuities. As happened precisely in the eighteenth century
with what has been described as a reading revolution,' a radical change
in both quantitative and qualitative terms whereby sight took over
broadly from hearing as the primary sense involved in connection with
written texts. From a corporeal exterior, from the enveloping sound of
reading aloud, to the individual visual perception of silent reading with
its direct access to thought and interiority.^ The thesis developed here
is that this revolution was directly involved in the birth of the novel.
Human beings, as we were saying, have read in very different ways
in different ages, primarily because the technical skills required have not
always been the same for the same number of people and with respect
to the same social classes. In short, literacy has spread, and is still
spreading, along nonlinear pathways. And then because, in the past,
texts were deposited on material artifacts differing greatly from those of
the present day and in graphical forms that now appear indecipherable.

' Reinhafd Wittmann, "A 'Reading Revolution' at the End of the Eighteenth Century?," in^
Histo^ of Blading in the West, ed. GugUekno Cavallo and Roger Chartier (Amherst; University
of Massachusetts, 2001). Some basic information about the history of reading can be found
in the various essays collected in this work.
^ There are by now several generations of studies on this subject. The starting point was
unquesdonably Marshall McLuhan's Gutenberg Galaog, followed by the works of Eric Havelock
and Walter Ong. The perspective has changed slightly in more recent years with a
predominance of cognitive and story-processing studies. For these, within the sphere of
interest here, reference can be made to the journal Poetics from 1983 on. A recent publication
of interest is Marisa Bortolussi and Peter Dixon, Pychonarratologf: Foundations for the Empirical
Study of Literary Response (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).
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which led even highly literate individuals to read in a different way from
us.
And yet, we often forget aU this. We know, of course, that the
Odjssej was transmitted orally for a number of centuries, but can allow
ourselves to forget this because we no longer hear it but read it, and on
media that make the reading as smooth as that of any text written with
a word processor for a high-tech publishing house. We also know that
for another number of centuries works were produced and read that
were written by hand without the vowels or in scriptio continua, that is
with no spaces between the words. Then the printing press appeared,
but it was still some time before texts assumed the graphical form they
have today. We know aU this, of course, but basically fail to realize all
that it entails.
Should we not in fact ask ourselves how the material artifacts
bearing texts have influenced their literary form, the genres, the lexical
and syntactical surfaces? That they have had an influence is something
nobody denies in principle, but the question of how this has come about
does not appear to be often raised. Let us now try to set the discourse
on the birth of the modern novel in this perspective. Let us try to see
what there is in the novel that can be connected with the new form of
reading that spread in the eighteenth century. Before doing so, however,
it will be necessary—obvious and redundant though this may appear to
some—to provide a brief summary of the changes in the way of reading
that may have had an influence on narrative.
Very few read in the Greek and Roman eras, and they did so from
volumina, scrolls that were unroUed with one hand and roUed up again
with the other. Reading therefore involved both the arms and subjected
them to an effort, at least until the lectern was invented. It also involved
the voice, both in reading for others and in reading for oneself. And this
was a practice that lasted for a long time, even after the introduction of
the book with pages. If Saint Augustine was astonished to behold Saint
Ambrose gazing at a text with his mouth shut, it is because that was an
unusual and anomalous way to read. And in any case. Saint Ambrose's
silent reading of texts in scriptio continua cannot have been like the silent
reading we practice today. It was certainly more laborious, also in
cognitive terms.
Laboratory experiments havein fact confirmed that the elimination
or even reduction (as with certain Gothic typefaces) of the spaces
between words increases the duration of the cognitive activity con-
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nected with teading in that it narrows the visual field and necessitates a
larger number of ocular regressions while also inducing physiological
reactions linked to vocal or sub-vocal activity.^ Precisely because he read
scriptio continua texts. Saint Ambrose could not fix two or three words at
a time and record them in his mind already in the form of images, as
readers have done since the eighteenth century. He was instead obliged
to read one syllable at a time and then identify and ascertain its
boundaries. In short, the words he read had no direct access to his mind
but had to pass through the phonic apparatus in any case, even though
activated only inwardly and in silence.
The same works and the same words were read again and again in
monasteries during the Middle Ages, with the sounds muttered
incessandy like a mantra,'* and the books were great heavy codices
resting on and sometimes chained to lecterns. Reading was a tiring
activity for the body and one that doctors still advised against for the
sick and frail centuries later.
Body, muscles and phonic apparatus were placed under strain for
long periods by the practice of reading. It is no coincidence that even
at the beginning of the Renaissance period, gentlemen still preferred to
have the various chivalrous epics and the Arthurian cycle read to them
rather than undertake the solitary reading of those works of pure
entertainment. How could this activity have been perceived as relaxing?
How coixld those ancestors have recognized what was beingdone by the
man in Boldini's painting with pages similar to those of the present day,
printed with clear and orderly characters, not to mention words sharply
distinct firom one another?
Reading aloud was still a widespread practice in the seventeenth
century. Many were in fact unable to read and therefore obliged to listen
to those who could do so for them. But even among those who had
learned to read for themselves, many lacked sufficient mastery of the
skill to grasp the sense of the text without sounding the words. Added
to all this was the fact that for a certain time to come, fully literate
groups still retained the social custom of sharing the time of reading.

^ Paul Saeger, 'Thysiologie de la lecture et separation des mots,"
Ed'C4 0uly—August
1989): 939—52. Seealso the same author's more recentwork: SpaceBetween Words (Los Angeles:
Stanford University Press, 1998).
Ivan lUich, The Vinyard of the Text: A Commentary to Hugh's "Didascalicon" (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1999), ch. 3.
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One example is Samuel Pepys, that insatiable devouter of every sort of
writing, who read into the night and very early in the morning, who read
in church instead of following the sermon and while traveling by coach
or even walking along the road, where he once finished one book and
began another before reaching his destination.^ Well, the selfsame Pepys
loved to listen to someone reading to him. And the vast amount of
written and printed paper that circulated in the salons of the seventeenthcenmry French aristocracy was even there at the service of orality. It
could replace, supplement or stimulate direct oral exchange, and not
only through cards or letters but also through printed texts like the
Maximes of La Rochefoucauld or the hettresportugaises of Guilleragues,
which originated and took shape in that environment. All this always in
relation to the intense oral exchange that took place in the salons and in
what has rightly been called the "civilization of conversation,"^ where
the written discourse was precisely a contribution to the oral and not a
"space taken away from the community so as to make solitary reflection
possible" and "to constimte a sphere of intimacy serving both as a
shelter and as a retreat for the individual."^
The change in use and function finally took place on a broad scale
in the eighteenth cenmry, when exclusive relations were established
between text and reader, when the world of the text and the world of
the reader met more and more often with no mediation. It is no
coincidence that the sense of privacy® and domestic interiority also
developed in this cenmry. As regards the reader, literacy had increased
and houses, now equipped with better lighting and heating, offered
private and secluded spaces that stimulated solitary reading, fostered

^ "To Deptford and so home, I reading all the way to make an end to The Bondman' and
began The Duchess of Malfi,' which seems a good play." Samuel Pepys, Viary, 2 November
1666.
' The environment is masterfully reconstructed by Benedetta Craved in lui civilta delta
conversaejone (Milan: Adelphi, 2001).
' Roger Chattier, "Pratiques de I'ecriture," in Philippe Ari& and Georges Duby, eds., Histoire
de la vieprivee: III De la Renaissance aux Lstmieres (Paris: Editions du SeuU, 1986), 90 and 77.
Among the same author's many woks on this subject, see also L'ordre des Hvres: Leeleurs, auteurs,
bibliotheques en Europe entre XlVe etXVIIIe siecles (Aix-en-Provence: AUnea, 1992), and Culture
ecrite et societe: E'ordre des Hvres (XlVe-XVlIIe sikle) (Paris: Editions Albin Michel, 1996).
' In addition to Philippe Aries and Georges Duby, in the work cited, see also Cecile M.
Jagodzinski, Privacy and Print: Reading and Writing in Seventeenth-Century England (Charlottesville:
University Press of Virginia, 1999); and Patricia Meyer Spacks, Privay (Chicago: Uitiversity of
Chicago Press, 2003).
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also by an increase in free time in some social classes and certain
spheres of work. As regards the text, Gothic characters had been
definitively abandoned, the printing was clearer and better organi2ed,
precise positions were reserved for theillustrations, and the margins and
frontispieces had been standardized.® The book was now a wholly
manageable object, so light that it could be held open with one hand. At
the same time, book production was expanding. It had become an
important area of manufacturing seeking to increase its sales, making
use of various advertising systems, and fighting internal battles for
customers^" who, now reading more quickly and with more time at their
disposal, bought and "consumed" a larger number of books, thus
stimulating the market still further. Growing numbers of people were
thus reading ever-larger quantities of books in an impassioned and
introverted way, a phenomenon in which the novel, with its form, played
a primary role.
. The novel is in fact the response to a need bom with the newforms of reading,
namely the need to capture the attention of readers now addressing the
text face to face in private. In this situation, both the interest required
to pick up a book and the curiosity required to go on reading it have to
be stimulated exclusively by the printed page. Vanished in most cases
was the warm context of listening, where meaning was also conveyed by
tone of voice, pause and gesture, where affections were at work within
the audience itself to keep the people gathered around the one reading
aloud. Now a simple series of words, black signs on white sheets of
paper, would have to constitute the source—the only source—of

' David McKitterick, Print, Manuscript and the Search for Order, 1450—1830 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003); Janine Barchas, Graphic Desiffi, Print Culture, and the
Eighteenth-Century Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Kevin Sharpe and
Steven N. Zwicker, Pending, Society andPoUticsinEarlyModem England (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003).
See inter alia Margaret Spufford, Small Books and Pleasant Histories: Popular Fiction and Its
Peadership in Seventeenth-Century England (London: Methuen, 1981), which reconstructs the
economic situation of a large number of printers and sellers of popular fiction, revealing that
many grew rich out of the trade in those books; Roger Myers and Michael Harris, eds..Sale and
Distribution of Books from 1700 (Oxford: Oxford Polytechnic Press, 1982); John Feather, A
History of British Publishing (London: Routledge, 1988); Jacqueline Pearson, Women's Beading in
Britain, 1750-1835 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); Jan Fergus, "Women
Readers: A Case Study," in Women and literature in Britain, 1700-1800, ed. Vivien Jones,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Mark I. Rivers, ed.. Books and Their Readers in
Eighteenth-Century England (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 2001).
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interest and emotion, that is induce the reader to continue reading until
the end of the book, until its final word.
This is why there is an'implicit question hovering in various
eighteenth-century writings: How is an author to attract the attention
and stimulate the curiosity of his or her reader with no other aid than
that of a line of words spread out on a sheet of paper? How to keep the
attention and curiosity aUve to the end? How to induce people to read
and (implicidy) to buy? This is, in my view, the meaning and the
function of the formal change that the novel brought to narrative. The
novel, that is, answered both the need and the question.
I do not mean to say by this that questions and solutions were
expUcidy and consciously connected in the eighteenth century with the
revolution taking place in the way of reading. Nor would it be reason
able to suggest any such scenario. We are well aware that changes in
cognitive mechanisms come about unbeknown to those who undergo
and embody them, since the sudden mastery they assume over the mind
causes them to be perceived as something natural.
At the same time,however, the insistent attention to readers shown
in the entire narrative output of the century—^Fielding was neither the
first nor the last to take the reader's interest as the rule of his writing, as
he declared at the beginning of TomJones—and the habit of bombarding
them with appeals, references, and questions, what do they indicate if
not constant and perhaps apprehensive concern as regards their
response? When Henry Fielding repeatedly invites his readers to take an
active part and fill in by themselves the gaps he has deliberately left in
the story, or when Horace Walpole justifies the presence of pointless
conversations between servants in The Castle of Otranto on the grounds
of his need to slow the story down so as to arouse the readers' curiosity
and leave it unresolved for a while, do they not display a desire to apply
the new psychology of the eighteenth-century to solitary and introverted
reading? And does Laurence Sterne not do the same thing when he
addresses Madam, his lady reader, to remind her of things that the text
has already said but she has certainly forgotten? Or when he interrupts
the flow of information with a page left blank Uke a voice pausing? Or
when he wanders off along paths marked with dots?
But this is not all. It is not only the novehsts that are engaged in the
search for a new form, and thus corroborating to a great degree the type
of interpretation we are putting forward here. Critics and philosophers
also appearinterested in indicating other forms of narrative communica-
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tion, and thus point out how to attract readers and keep their attention
by means of the emotions that can be aroused by a printed text,
evidently read alone and in silence. One highly significant example
should suffice here."
I refer to the closing pages of the third section of David Hume's
"Enquiry ConcemingHuman Understanding (1748). Present in aU the editions
of this text edited by the author except the one of 1777, they are rife
with observations about narrative and the specific point that concerns
us here. The first thing the passage tells us, it does so by virtue of its
position. The third section is in fact entitled "Of the Association of
Ideas" and, let us recall, addresses the ways in which ideas are associated
in the memory and the imagination, namely through resemblance,
contiguity in space and time, and cause and effect. In the edition of
1777 and the modern ones based on it, the section consists of about
forty lines that also include the three examples of the portrait, which
leads the mind to the original through resemblance, the room, which
guides the memory to the other rooms in the house through contiguity,
and the wound, which prompts the thought of pain through cause and
effect. This is followed by a last phrase inviting readers to look for other
examples and judge by their own experience whether the theory is
tenable. The third section ends here in the edition of 1777 but contin
ued for a few more pages in the previous ones. It is precisely these
pages that interest us here.
In them Hume—surprisingly enough—addresses the act of
reading. Why does he do so? And why does he do so at this precise
point? What is the sense of placing advice to authors about the possible
effect of a text on its reader in a section of a philosophicai treatise
examining the basic mechanisms of thought? There is, in my view, only
one plausible answer, namely that Hume equates reading with thinking.
He sees reading as thought guided by a text. It develops in accordance
with the same mechanism of combinatory association, possesses the
same temporal dimension, and has the same relationship with the
passions. Where then is the question of written communication to be
addressed if not in the very section when thought is discussed? It is a
strong piece of advice that the Scottish philosopher gives authors by

'' For other examples, see Rosamaria Loretelli, "TheAesthetics of Empiricism and the Origin
of the Novel," Eighteenth Centuiy: Theory and Interpretation 42:2 (Summer 2000): 83-109.
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taking this decision. Treasure our knowledge of the human mind, he
says here, and you will make your tales more effective.
Now, this idea may not amaze us today. Human beings in the west
have in fact been reading at more or less the same speed as they think
for a long time and the text has direct access to our mind. As we have
seen, however, it was something new in the eighteenth century. Before
then reading was a generally slower operation with recourse in many
cases to sound, so that the relationship with the text could not be
wholly inside the mind. In short, reading has not always been like
thinking but became so, and precisely in the age of Hume.
The passage that interests us begins with a general psychological
observation highlightinga human characteristic to be taken into account
by those writing narrative texts:
As man is a reasonable being, and is continually in pursuit of
happiness, which he hopes to attain by the gratification of
some passion or affection, he seldom acts or speaks or thinks
without a purpose and intention. He has stiU some object in
view; and.. .he never loses view of an end... .In all composi
tions of genius, therefore...there must appear some aim or
intention.^^
The drive that projects the human being toward the future, and is
very strong through being rooted in the pursuit of happiness, must be

David Hume, The Thihsophical Works, ed. Thomas Hill Green and Thomas Hodge Grose
(Darmstadt: Scientia Verlag Aalen, 1964), 4:19. From here on, all the references are to this
edition. It should be noted that Hume also employs the locution "composition of genius"
wherever he talks about taste and aesthetic pleasure. In a recent, thought-provoking essay
(Giuseppe Sertoli, "H gusto nellTnghilterra del Settecento," \lgusto: Storia di un'tdea estetica,
Palermo: Aesthetica, 2000, 79-125), I find: "What the qualities of an object are.. .that arouse
emotion by pleasing, i.e. in what precisely the "arrangement of parts" that Hume calls beauty
of form consists, is a question to which no real answer is ever given (whereas Hutcheson
identified it with uniformity-within-variety)."The passage from the third section of the Enquiry
discussed here might be one place to look for these qualities. On the much-debated question
of whether Hume provides an explanation of the normative nature of the standard of taste,
a convincing argument is put forward byjames R. SheUeyin "Humeand the Namre of Taste,"
journal of Aesthetics andArt Criticism 56, no. 1 (Winter 1998): 29—36. This passage from Hume's
Enquiry is seldom taken into consideration in connection with Hume's aesthetics, one instance
being the section of Olivier Brunet's Philosophie etEsthetique cheriDatid Hume (Paris: Librairie A.
G. Nixet,1965), 510-24, illustrating the importance attached by Hume to the unity of a work
of art.
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exploited by authors in order to give shape to their narrations and
induce those reading them to continue until the conclusion of the story.
To this end, it is necessary that
in narrative compositions, the events or actions, which the
writer relates, must be connected together, by some bond or
tye: They must be related to each other in the imagination,
and form a kind of Unity, which may bring them under one
plan or view. (19)
Unity, the key word of this essay, has made its appearance. But what
does Hume mean by it? A "kind of unity" is acmaUy the expression he
uses. A particular kind of unity, ensuring that "on no occasion can our
thoughts be allowed to mn at adventures" (19).
This is obviously not the narrative unity discussed in all the Italian,
Spanish and French treatises of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
but something new. Not a characteristic to be introduced into the story
on the basis of objective elements and that wiQ be situated outside there
in the text, but a unity lodged in the mind of the person reading, and
therefore produced in readers through their relationship with the text
during the act of reading. It is in this that its newness Ues. It is a texmal
effect, a response on the part of the reader, and exists only as such. It
will thus be, in short, a perceived unity. The events must in fact be
connected by ties located in the imagination, as we read in the passage
quoted above.
How wiU this effect of unity be created? The answer that Hume
gives is by connecting the facts narrated on the basis of contiguity,
resemblance and, above all, cause and effect, that is the channels of the
association of ideas. The story will thus give the impression of being a
compact whole from which no element can be subtracted without
destroying the entire structure; and it will maintain the hold on the
readers, guiding their thought unintermptedly along a pathway until the
very last word. In short, the three "principles" that unify thought also
endow the story with unity. Every type of story, Hume insists, be it
history or fiction.^^ There is no qualitative difference in this sphere
between biography, history and the epic: they must all make themselves
" In the Treatise (book 1, part 1, section 3), otJy connection through contiguity is ascribed to
historical narrative.
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perceived as coherent narratives. The difference can only be one of
degree:
In epic poetry, the connection among the events is more close
and sensible: The narration is not carried on thro' such a
length of time and the actors hasten to some remarkable
period, which satisfies the curiosity of the reader.''^ (20)
The fictional tale, which the philosopher regards as needing to
create a more powerful effect of unity, wih therefore have to connect
the events in such way as to ensure that the readers are driven by their
own curiosity and induced to read one fact after another until the
"remarkable period," that is until the climax and denouement, which
wiU satisfy their curiosity. This connection between the events will
create a sort of track along which the mind of the reader, propelled by
curiosity, wiU go on moving into the textual future. Hume spoke about
curiosity repeatedly in the Treatise, both in a section specifically devoted
to it^^ and in another entitled "Of the Causes of the Violent Passions."
Here, after asserting that the passions reinforce one another, the
philosopher gives an example where it is precisely curiosity that lends
vigor to the primary affective element. Every passion with which this is
combined will be increased to the point of frenzy, as politicians are well
aware:
It is a common artifice of politicians, when they would affect
any person very much by a matter of fact, of which they
intend to inform him, first to excite his curiosity; delay as long
as possible the satisfying it; and by that means raise his anxiety
" It should be noted in passing that Hume uses the term "epic" here in a broad sense that
includes any non-historical narration, that is any fictional tale. We know in fact that at the time
when Hume wrote the Enqui^, there was no one term for the narrative genre that was to be
called the novel. The various nouns then used and later swept away when the word "novel"
came into use included "adventures," "history," "memoirs," "life," "progress," and also "the
epic" in precisely the general sense in which Hume uses it. See also Janine Barchas, Graphic
Design, 79.
" Book 2, part 3, section 10, "Of Curiosity, or the Love of Tmth." As the bibliography on
Hume's passions and their relationship with the imagination is obviously immense, I have
decided to dispense with listing it altogether, not least in view of the slant given to the subject
in the present article.
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and impatience to the utmost, before they give him a full
insight into the business. They know that his curiosity will
precipitate him into the passion they design to raise.^^

Thus also in the essay "Of Traged/':
Had you any intention to move a person extremely by the
narration of any event, the best method of increasing its effect
would be artfully to delay informing him of it, and first to
excite his curiosity and impatience before you let him into the
secret. This is the artifice practiced by Jago in the famous
scene of Shakespeare; and every spectator is sensible, that
Othello's jealousy acquires additional force from his preced
ing impatience, and that the subordinate passion is here
readily transformed into the predominant one."
The method therefore consists of first arousing curiosity and hence
impatience, and then delaying for as long as possible the information
that will put an end to that impatience by satisfying the curiosity. In
modern terms, we could say that Hume notes that the state of suspense
has an amplifying effect on the emotions and generates the feeling of
tension and anxiety that we have known, ever since Freud, to be the
emotional nucleus of aU suspense. To return to the Humean phraseol
ogy, while still remaining outside the passage that is the object of our
attention, the difficulty or rather delay in obtaining the desired informa
tion induces "uncertainty," the cause of the ambiguous feeling of
"uneasiness," which is a sort of anxiety that combines with the primary
passion and tinges it with its own hue. OtheUo is kept in suspense as to
whether his jealousy has any grounds for existence, and this is intensi
fied and becomes frenzied through the delay in obtaining the informa
tion. Because, as Hume stresses
Difficulties increase passions of every kind; and by rouzing
our attention, and exciting our active powers, they produce an
emotion, which nourishes the prevailing affection. The
' The same passage also appears in "A Dissertation on the Passions."
' "Of Tragedy," in David Hume, The ThilosophicalWorks, vol. 3.
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difficulty in satisfying a curiosity or a desire stimulates the
person kept on tenterhooks and arouses his or her anxiety,
which then reinforces the primary affective state. For exam
ple, when there is a threat of danger that cannot be faced
immediately, the unavoidable suspense will sharpen the fear
and turn it into terror.
As Hume goes on to say, however, the delay accentuates not only the
painful passions but also the pleasant ones when the object that arouses
them is momentarily removed; "Absence is also a great source of
complaint among lovers, and gives them the greatest uneasiness: Yet
nothing is more favourable to their mutual passion than short intervals
of that kind."'® The temporary separation of lovers thus also contains
an element of anxiety and arouses a twinge of uneasiness even though
the passion enflaming them is pleasant. And it is precisely this "uneasi
ness" that fills up the anxious wait for the next meeting and fuels their
love. If this is to happen, however, the separation cannot last for long;
the period of waiting will have to be short, as we read above. We shall
simply take note of this assertion for the present. It will help us later to
understand what Hume says about the rhetorical mechanism of
digression.
If this is how the passions work in general, those of the reader will
operate in the same way in the act of reading. The shift from the effect
of life to that of reading is however not immediate. We note in fact that
the phrases quoted above from the Treatise and the essay "Of Traged/'
aU refer to situations in which the passion—^interest, curiosity, jealousy,
amorous suspense orwhatever—originates in life, in a context involving
the presence of human beings, who in themselves possess a vast range
of potential for arousing emotions. The delay in the satisfaction of
desire also stems in these cases from life. But the passage we are
considering is instead concerned with literature.
The problem at this point has become the following: how are the
passions to be aroused solely through a series of signs imprinted on a
sheet of paper? And then, how is the imparting of information to be
delayed with a succession of printed words whose fate it is to be passed
over quickly by the eye without the author being able to impose any

Treatise, book 2, section 4.
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rhythm on the reading? In our view, this is the question that Hume
implicitly addresses here. What then wiU be the relationship between the
passions and the written word? How will the latter be able to arouse
emotions in the reader? How is the transition to be effected, in short,
from the passions aroused by people and objects in the warm substance
of life to those induced by a printed text?
There is, says Hume, one special passion that works in this way,
namely sympathy, which establishes relations between human beings,
causing them to identify with one another in a strongly emotional sense,
inducing them to enter into other people's joys and sorrows. In addition
to this, sympathy is capable of transferring the emotions of characters
to readers, of making real individuals experience the feelings of the
individuals represented." Readers will feel S3mipathy for the characters
with whom the text causes them to identify and will thus make the
passions moving them their own, partaking of all their uncertainties or
anxieties. This is how it will be possible to create within readers the tension toward
the future spoken of above, grafted onto their pursuit of happiness
through the satisfaction of the passions, including curiosity.
This explains how a human being can be involved in the doings
and feelings of a literary character. Having said this, however, we have
stall barely approached the solution to problem of how to arouse
emotions in a reader. The "sympathetic" transition, the transfer of an
emotion from the character to the reader, cannot take place automati
cally. Naming the passions of the characters is not enough to generate
them in the reader. Reading about someone in peril is not enough to
arouse feelings of anxiety and fear. No terror, curiosity, uncertainty or
anxiety wiQ appear in the mind of the reader under these conditions.
Showing a character overwhelmed by passion or in a nerve-wracking
state of anxiety does not suffice to arouse passion or anxiety in the
" Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 20. See also Treatise, book 2, pan 3, section 6. On
Humean sympathy, I feelI need to mendon atleastjerome Christensen, PractisingEnlightenment:
Hume andthe Formation ofaUteraiy Career(Madison; University of Wisconsin Press, 1987), 71ff.;
John MuUan, Sentiment and Sociability: The Language of Feeling in the Fifteenth Century (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1988), ch.1; Eugenio Lecaldano, Hume e la nascitadell'etica contemporanea (Bad:
Laterza, 1991); Nadia Boccara, Felicitd e sagges^: Sagpo su Damd Hume (Roma; Pubblicazioni
deU'Universita della Tuscia, 1987), and "II 'saggjo felice' da Descartes a Hume," in Nadia
Boccara and Giuseppe Platania, eds., II buon senso o la ragione (Viterbo; Sette Citta, 1997). For
the more specifically literary function of sympathy, see among other works the article byJohn
MuUan, "Sensibility and Literary Criticism," in H. B. Nisbet and Claude Rawson, eds.. The
Cambridge History of Literary Criticism (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1997), vol. 4.
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person reading. Far more is needed for channel of sympathy to be
opened up and emotion to flow. Suitable forms of communication are
required.
Hume discovered this and shows it precisely in the pages we are
examining, where he advises authors on how to write their stories so as
to arouse the readers' curiosity and also their passions. First of all, he
says, it is necessary to present those reading with the most concrete
situations possible. It is important to show the speciflc features, details
and minutiae of an event or a character because the violent passions are
unleashed by proximity with the object.^" It is necessary, in short, for the
story to assume the characteristic that the theories of the novel have so
often associated with its birth and that came to be called narrative
realism in a later period. A story, when it is well written, brings its
readers close to what it narrates and
throws a stronger light upon them, and delineates more
distinctly those minute circumstances, which tho' to the his
torian they seem superfluous, serve mightily to enliven the
imagery, and gratify the fancy. If it be not necessary, as in the
I/iad, to inform us each time the hero buckles his shoes, and
ties his garters, it will be requisite, perhaps, to enter into a
greater detail than in the HENRIADE; where the events are
run over with such rapidity, that we scarce have leisure to
become acquainted with the scene or action. (20)
This is because general ideas have a weak relationship with the
imagination and the passions, whereas those details bring them to life.
While the panorama stretches out before the readers' eyes; while the
scene presents itself furnished with precision and a variety of details;
while, in short, the facts are shown in all their detail and not as though
we were seeing them from a galloping carriage—to repeat the metaphor
with which Henry Home, Lord Kames, also criticized Voltaire's
Henriade, and for the same reason as his cousin Hume^'—^imagination
and sympathy come to life and the emotions gather strength. Little by
little, readers are made to feel involved, to identify with the characters
^ Treatise, book 2, part 3, section 4.
Henry Home Lord Kames, 'Elements of Criticism (Edinburgh; printed for A. Millar, London
and A. Kincaid andJ. Bell, Edinburgh, 1762), 3:178.
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and enter into their emotions. They thus feel curious about their
destinies and every delay they undergo will increase their own anxiety,
the uneasiness of suspense, as well as their desire to see it over as soon
as possible by reading until their curiosity about the fate of the
characters is satisfied. Having completed this step too, however, we
have stih not solved the problem entirely. There is a further stretch to
be traveled, for which it wiU be necessary to examine other works by the
philosopher and consider the relationship between imagination and the
passions. Hume noted the close relationship between imagination and
passion in the section of the Treatise entitled "Of the Influence of the
Imagination on the Passions":^
It is remarkable, that the imagination and affections have a
close union together, and that nothing, which affects the
former, can be entirely indifferent to the latter. Wherever our
ideas of good or evil acquire a new vivacity, the passions
become more violent; and keep pace with the imagination in
all its variations.
Here we see the imagination and the passions proceeding in unison,
drawing energy from the same sources. But this does not always happen.
In one cmcial respect imagination and passion do not collaborate and
become detached from one another. Their different namres bring them
into conflict and what inflames one can dampen the other. As we read
in the Treatise-.
It is impossible for the mind to fix itself steadily upon one
idea for any considerable time...Human nature is too incon
stant to admit of any regularity. Changeableness is essential to
it.23

The human mind needs change and variety but, as Hume points out:
If we consider the human mind, we shall observe, that, with
regard to the passions, it is not like a wind instmment of
music, which, in running over all the notes, immediately loses
^ Book 2, part 3, section 6.
' Book 2, part 1, section 4.
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the sound when the breath ceases; but rather resembles a
string-instrument, where, after each stroke, the vibrations still
retain some sound, which gradually and insensibly decays. The
imagination is extremely quick and agile; but the passions, in
comparison, are slow and restive: For which reason,when any
object is presented, which affords a variety of views to the
one and emotions to the other; though the fancy may change
its views with great celerity; each stroke will not produce a
clear and distinct note of passion, but the one passion wiU
always be mixed and confounded with the other.^'*
The imagination and the passions do not therefore proceed in unison
in this respect. The former is quick, agile and instantaneously aroused;
the latter are slower and engendered only by lingering on the object.
One loves variety, the others need continuity. One is bored with
slowness, the others freeze up when things change quickly. Imagination
and the passions, in short, inhabit different temporal dimensions.
It is precisely this difference in the two temporal dimensions that
creates difficulties for the narrative text. If it is to be read until the very
last line and keep the emotions stimulated, the text must in fact be able
to work simultaneously on the imagination and the passions of its
readers and keep them in line with one another. The problem to be
solved is therefore that of identifying a narrative form capable of
meeting both needs, of providing the variety required by the imagina
tion together with continuity and even slowness. It is here that the unity
encountered earlier comes into play. This is its function. If a narrative
is to satisfy the imagination and the passions at the same time, it will
have to connect aU the events it presents with one another. Only thus
will it be able to reconcile the two different temporal dimensions. Let
us see how.
At a certain point in the passage we are reading, Hume criticizes
the rhetorical device of digression mentioned above. In the past
digression had been assigned the extremely important function of
introducing elements of variety into narrative discourse. As is now
evident, however, the philosopher believes that the variety it introduces
is at the expense of the passions. As the passage states:
Book 2, part 3, section 9. This passage is repeated almost word for word in "A Dissertation
on the Passions."
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Were the poet to make a total digression from his subject, and
introduce a new actor, nowise connected with the personages,
the imagination, feeling a breach in the transition, would enter
coldly into the new scene, would kindle by slow degrees; and
in returning to the main subject of the poem, would pass, as
it were, upon foreign ground, and have its concern to excite
anew, in order to take party with the principal actors. (21)

The abrupt and prolonged interruption of a narrative thread produced
by digression causes a loss of interest in the characters acdng in the
principal story. As Hume pointed out with respect to lovers, if a desire
is to continue growing, the delay must be short; if it is prolonged
without anything to recall the object of interest, that object is forgotten.
Every digression therefore, by directing the readers' attention toward a
new scene with respect to which their emotions are still lukewarm, can
only diminish and ultimately destroy the tension and suspense created
by the delay. The text will also have to rekindle those emotions, this
time in connection with the new object—^which will, moreover, take
place slowly given the nature of the emotions—and then have to start
all over again once the digression has ended. How many times wiQ the
readers have been tempted in the meantime to stop reading and throw
the book away?
Hume's point is that this is not the way for a story to proceed. The
scenes presented by a well-constructed narrative will not be separate but
aU connected with one another. This is precisely because of the nature
of passions (20), that is their slow temporal dimension;
The spectator's concern must not be diverted by any scenes,
disjoined and separated from the rest. This breaks the course
of the passions, and prevents that communication of the
several emotions, by which one scene adds force to another,
and transfuses the pity and terror, which it excites, upon each
succeeding scene, tUl the whole produces that rapidity of
movement, which is peculiar to the theater. How must it
extinguish this warmth of affection to be entertained, on a
sudden, with a new action and new personages, no wise
related to the former; to find so sensible a breach or vacuity
in the course of the passions, by means of this breach in the
connexion of ideas. (21)
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If the variegated multiplicity of the events is aU guided into one channel,
that is connected on the basis of the "principles" that associate ideas
with one another, the reader's emotions will flow uninterruptedly from
one scene to the next, proceeding in accordance with their natural
temporal dimension. In this way the imagination will also be satisfied
because it will have the variety it needs. What Hume is therefore saying
in the passage above is that if the interest of the spectator (by which
term he also means the reader here) is not diverted, the pity and terror
excited will be transferred from one scene to the other with a progres
sively accelerating movement.
What does this mean if not that the readers will be placed in a state
of impatience that wiU reinforce the emotions they have borrowed from
the characters through sympathy, and that this impatience wfll induce
them to read more and more avidly until their curiosity is satisfied? This
is therefore the function of the narrative unity Hume spoke about in the
first part of the passage in question. This type of unity is what permits the
transition of readers' emotions all the way through the narrative. But in order to
do this, we repeat, it cannot be a simple way of arranging the object in
itself or the reflection of something external. It must instead be a unity
perceived by the mind of the person reading. A unity which is an
inherent property neither of the object nor of its percipient but for its
existence depends on the relation between the two. Therefore, and as
again pointed out above, if the story is to obtain such an effect it wiU
have to be organized on the basis of the elements whereby ideas are
associated with one another. A "fictitious denomination" was in any
case how Hume described unity in general in the Treatise.^ That
precisely this type of unity has the function of establishing full coopera
tion between the imagination and the passions is explicitly stated by the
philosopher at a certain point in the passage, albeit very briefly, when
presenting his first concrete piece of advice for authors:
Let us consider the effect of these two circumstances, an
enlivened imagination and enfiamed passions...and let us
examine the reason why they require a stricter and closer unity
in the fable. (20)

Treatise, book 1, part 2, section 2.
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A well-made story, according to Hume, will have to be constructed in
such a way as to be perceived by its reader as a whole no part of which
can be eliminated and in which all the parts are closely connected with
one another. In this way the text will imperceptibly guide the readers'
thought through gende transitions causing the story to flow with the
ease and naturalness of breathing and the circulation of the blood. This
is, in our view, the "namral" narration of which the philosopher speaks
repeatedly: a narration shaped in accordance with the nature of the
imagination and the passions so that it flows easily in the reader's mind
in all its unity with no gaps or deviations. Hume's assertion that
"happiness implies ease" holds also for the pleasure of the text: with this
happy ease, the readers' emotions wiU proceed from one scene to
another until they have finished reading thelast word. Scenes and words
aU unified by the passion of reading. The part of the passage that interests
us ends as foUows:
'Tis evident, that in a just composition, all the affections,
excited by the different events, described and represented, add
mutual force to each other; and that while the heroes are all
engaged in one common scene, and each action is strongly
connected with the whole, the concern is continually awake,
and the passions make an easy transition from one object to
another. The strong connection of the events, as it facilitates
the passage of the thought or imagination from one to
another, facilitates also the transfusion of the passions, and
preserves the affections still in the same channel and direc
tion. (21)
It is thus that the printed narrative textlearned in the eighteenth century
to capture its readers and to hold their interest. It does so by assuming
a form that makes it perceptible as a whole connected in accordance
with relations of resemblance, contiguity, and above all cause and effect.
The story, be it historical or fictional, wiU then present itself to its reader
as a large fresco that holds together, with no mutilation, the composite
multiformity of human nature and historical fact, thus making them
communicable. Like an all-enveloping net, or indeed like a web, to use
the metaphor that was to become current from the beginning of the
following century to indicate both the novel and the world, both
products of myriad interrelated concomitant causes. Just as pulling a
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single thread of the spider's web causes the whole to vibrate and
destroys it, any slight and remote change both in the historical reality
and in the novel is felt as triggering processes that transform the whole.
The narrative text, in the form that Hume suggests and that writers
were to make their own from the end of the eighteenth century, thus
performs the twofold function of arousing its readers' emotions and
representing a multiple, complex, variable world. How can we fail to
recognize the novel in this form? With its ability to make itself perceived
as endowed with unity that is strong precisely because it is not based on
an idea of order and balance but on an effect, triggered by textual
characteristics, that permeates the reader's mind? A unity capable of
unifying the variety, necessarily dialogical by virtue of its very super
abundance, profusely lavished upon narrative by theeighteenth century.
With its capacity, moreover, to represent the transformation of variety
over time, and to generate mounting tension in the reader?
A unity that connects and comprehends the facts in a cohesive
interweaving that now binds the readers to the book with purely mental
bonds, with battles of the emotions that feed the flame of reading, the
passion that explodes in the interiority, silence, and solitude of privacy.

